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Abstract

Background To explore continuities and changes in gambling behaviour during the COVID-19 pandemic and the
factors that influenced these among a sample of regular sports bettors.

Methods A longitudinal qualitative study using in-depth interviews. Sixteen sports bettors living in Britain took part
in the first interviews in July-November 2020, and 13 in the follow-up interviews in March-September 2021.

Results Individual patterns of gambling were episodic: it was common for gambling to increase during some
periods of the pandemic and to decrease during others, reflecting the dynamic and (often) challenging circumstances
which people were living through at the time. Changes and continuities in gambling during the pandemic were
influenced by a range of factors which we have grouped into two main themes relating to‘gambling and the sports
landscape’and disruption to day-to-day life’ It was common for a constellation of factors to influence gambling
behaviour rather than a single factor. These constellations of factors varied from person to person and at different
times during the pandemic.

Conclusions Findings of the present study are consistent with earlier literature examining gambling careers before
the advent of COVID-19 showing that gambling trajectories are non-linear. Our research suggests that ‘typical’
patterns of gambling behaviour (e.g. being episodic), and the broader known risk and protective factors within
individuals, families, communities and societies have been amplified during the pandemic. Findings highlight the
adaptability of the gambling industry to continue to reach consumers through product offerings and marketing even
in a period of unprecedented restrictions on supply, and show the potential resulting harms of these actions among
gamblers at risk of experiencing gambling problems. Taken together, findings from this study provide important new
insights relevant to discussions about gambling regulation, and support calls for multifaceted and comprehensive
policy, regulatory, and treatment approaches, to minimise gambling-related harms.
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Background

The global COVID-19 pandemic (hereafter ‘the pan-
demic’) triggered unprecedented disruption to everyday
life. In Britain, a national lockdown was imposed on 23rd
March 2020, which saw the closure of all gambling ven-
ues and the immediate suspension of almost all sporting
events. Over the following two years further lockdowns
and restrictions were implemented which impacted
almost every aspect of everyday life.

People spent more time at home, sometimes isolated
from family and friends during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Prevalence of anxiety and depression increased world-
wide [1] and people with the lowest incomes experienced
the greatest financial losses compared with projected
earnings before the pandemic [2]. Online gambling was
readily available, and gambling operators took actions to
maintain or grow their businesses (e.g. in relation to the
marketing and promotion of gambling products), during
a period of unique restrictions in supply. It is plausible
that these changes resulted in increases in gambling and
gambling harms during the COVID-19 pandemic given
overlaps with known/potential risk factors [3-6]. Alter-
natively, decreased availability of certain gambling prod-
ucts/environments [7], and increased opportunities for
self-reflection or engagement in alternative behaviours
[8] during the COVID-19 pandemic could have resulted
in decreased gambling and harms in some groups.

Recent reviews suggest that, while there had been an
overall reduction in gambling participation during the
pandemic, gambling increased among some sub-groups
[9-12]. Being younger, male and having a higher problem
gambling severity score was associated with increased
gambling participation [9]. A rapid review [13] con-
ducted in 2020 of 22 primary studies, which examined
reasons for changes in gambling behaviour in the early
stages of the pandemic, found that decreased gambling
was driven by reduced availability of gambling products
(because of closure of gambling venues and professional
sports), reduced opportunities to participate in gambling
due to disruptions to daily life, decreased motivation to
gamble, and reductions in disposable income. The review
noted that increased gambling during the pandemic was
facilitated by feelings of boredom, stress and anxiety,
changes in routines, improvements in finances and hopes
of winning money to bolster earnings. Despite growing
evidence about gambling behaviour during the pandemic,
reviews have identified a paucity of qualitative research
[10, 13] which could enrich understanding of how behav-
iour changed during the pandemic, and of the factors
that could influence that change over time [10]. To our
knowledge, only two (grey literature) publications have
used qualitative methods to study gambling behaviour in
Britain during the pandemic [14, 15]. A second evidence
gap identified in reviews is the lack of longitudinal data
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collected beyond the first wave of restrictions imposed
in 2020 in attempts to contain the pandemic [10]. This
means that current evidence only provides a ‘snapshot’ of
gambling behaviour, with longer term follow-up required
to fully understand the implications of COVID-19 on
gambling behaviour.

Existing longitudinal studies of gambling behaviour
over time suggest that behaviour is highly fluid and can
change in response to shifts in individual circumstances
and wider social and environmental contexts. One of the
first studies to explore this from a qualitative perspective
was Reith and Dobbie’s [16] five year study of the ‘gam-
bling careers’ of 50 ‘problem’ and ‘recreational’ gamblers
in Scotland, UK. They found that gambling behaviour
was highly changeable over even short periods of time,
with changes influenced by a range of factors, particularly
those affecting interpersonal relationships, employment
and finances, and changes within participants’ local envi-
ronment. Subsequent research that has adopted a simi-
lar methodological and conceptual ‘careers’ approach has
also highlighted the dynamic nature of gambling behav-
iour and ways in which it changed in relation to shifts in
gamblers’ social, financial and environmental contexts
(17, 18].

The current study seeks to follow Reith and Dobbie’s
[16] concept of gambling ‘careers’ and presents findings
from a longitudinal analysis of qualitative interviews with
regular sports bettors in Britain. Data reported here were
collected during two different periods during the first
18 months of the pandemic, in July-November 2020 and
April-September 2021. Our objective was to explore con-
tinuities and changes in gambling during the pandemic
among a sample of regular sports bettors and the factors
that influenced these. The importance of remaining ‘vigi-
lant’ to the potential harms occurring in some groups of
gamblers during the pandemic has been highlighted [7,
10, 12]. Understanding how consumers responded to an
unprecedented restriction on some forms of gambling
during the pandemic can provide important insights to
inform ongoing discussions about gambling regulations,
including, in the UK, the regulatory changes proposed in
the Gambling Act Review White Paper in areas such as
marketing and advertising.

Methods

Study context

In this section, we provide an overview of ‘lockdown’
measures to control the spread of the COVID-19 virus
implemented in England and Scotland, the nations in
which participants in this study resided, focusing on
events in the lead up to and around the time of the inter-
views. In the initial lockdown commencing 23rd March
2020, people were required to stay at home except for
‘essential’ activities (e.g. shopping for necessities, daily
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exercise, providing care, travelling to and from work in
essential occupations, and meeting medical needs) [19—
21]. During this lockdown period, which lasted nationally
for approximately three months, almost all professional
sports events [22] were cancelled and non-essential busi-
nesses, including gambling premises such as bookmak-
ers, casinos, arcades and bingo halls, were required to
close.

During the early stages of the pandemic, the Betting
and Gaming Council (BGC) in Britain introduced a vol-
untary action plan establishing ‘the standards expected
of...members during the COVID-19 pandemic’ [23]. This
covered areas such as safer gambling messages, deposit
limits, signposting customers to help and support, and
intervening if gambling behaviour escalated ‘beyond nor-
mal pre-pandemic patterns. The BGC also committed to
voluntarily remove all TV and radio gambling advertising
during the spring 2020 lockdown [24].

Timelines and approaches for reopening society after
the initial lockdown varied across Scotland and England.
Broadly, restrictions on leaving home and opening busi-
nesses and other settings gradually eased from June 2020.
The first European major football league to return was
the Bundesliga (Germany) in May 2020. Several weeks
later the English Premier League Football restarted, ini-
tially without in-stadia spectators. Restrictions on the
opening of some gambling premises began to ease from
June 2020.

Some infection control measures were subsequently
reimposed at local or national level. Further national
lockdowns were in place in England from November
2020, and again from January 2021. From January 2021,
all of mainland Scotland was in the highest level of lock-
down (level 5). Professional sport continued during the
2020-2021 winter lockdowns in England and Scotland,
but gambling venues were closed. In England and Scot-
land, lockdown restrictions began to be eased from April
2021. This included the gradual reopening of gambling
venues, with some measures to control the spread of the
virus in place (e.g. limiting the number of customers and
no streaming of live sports), and the return of spectators
to live sporting events [25].

Sampling and recruitment

Data are from the multi-method, longitudinal ‘Betting
and Gaming COVID-19 Impact Study’ [26], which was
designed to examine how the pandemic impacted on two
groups, ‘regular’ sports bettors and young people, during
2020 and 2021. This paper reports findings of qualitative
interviews with regular sports bettors; analyses of survey
and marketing data from other strands of the research
are reported elsewhere [5, 7, 26—28]. Ethical approval for
the qualitative element of the study was granted by the
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University of Stirling’s General University Ethics Panel
(ref: GUEP (19 20) 930).

Sports bettors were chosen as a group which might be
particularly impacted by the pandemic for several rea-
sons, including: significant changes in the sports and
gambling landscapes following restrictions in Britain; the
potential for increased industry marketing post-reopen-
ing; and the heightened risk of many sports gamblers
[26]. Longitudinal one-to-one qualitative interviews were
chosen as they enable in-depth and confidential explora-
tion of views, experiences and behaviours and whether,
how and why these may change over time. Repeated
interviews with individuals, 9-14 months apart were
selected as a means of capturing continuities and change
over the first 18 months of the pandemic.

Sixteen sports bettors took part in the first telephone
interviews in July-November 2020, and 13 in the follow-
up interviews in March-September 2021. There was no
clear pattern in sample attrition; the three participants
who did not take part in a second interview had differ-
ent risks of gambling harms as assessed by a screening
instrument at baseline. Target sample sizes were set in
advance of fieldwork, informed by practical consider-
ations and judgements about how many interviews might
be required to capture sufficient diversity. All participants
were aged 18+, resident in Britain, and had bet on sports
at least once a month before the initial COVID-19 lock-
down. We used multiple strategies to recruit participants:
social media (Twitter and Facebook), an online portal at
the study’s host university, and snowballing. Participants
were offered a £20 online shopping voucher as a gesture
of thanks for undertaking an interview.

We monitored key participant characteristics (age, sex,
mode of sport betting) during recruitment to achieve as
diverse a sample as possible. At the end of interviews,
participants completed the 3-item ‘Problem Gambling
Severity Index’ (PGSI) [29] with each item scored on a
four-point scale (0=Never to 3=Almost always), to help
classify participants in respect of the severity of their
gambling behaviour at that point in time, and moni-
tor major movement across categories between the first
and second interview. A score of 0 represents someone
not experiencing any issues included in the PGSI scale.
A score of 1 represents those at low risk of experiencing
gambling problems. A score of 2 or 3 represents those
at moderate risk of experiencing gambling problems. A
score of 4 or greater (to the maximum of 9) represents
those experiencing gambling problems. We use this ter-
minology (‘no risk; ‘low risk} ‘moderate risk; and ‘experi-
encing problems’) in the remainer of the paper whenever
referring back to the PGSI score of a participant at the
time of the interview.
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Data collection

Prior to telephone interviews, participants provided writ-
ten or audio-recorded consent. Interviews were con-
ducted by experienced qualitative researchers (CD, AB,
RP and FD) with the aid of a topic guide developed to
reflect the study objectives, emerging evidence and sub-
ject expertise within the research team. The topic guide
used in 2020 covered participant background and life
circumstances, gambling behaviours before and during
the first lockdown (~March-June 2020), and gambling
advertising and marketing. The topic guide was updated
in 2021 to cover gambling behaviour during subsequent
periods of the pandemic. Topic guides were used flexibly
by adjusting question wording and topic order as appro-
priate and encouraging participants to raise any addi-
tional points they considered important.

Analysis

Interviews were audio-recorded and fully transcribed
with participant permission. Transcripts were de-
identified and thematically analysed with the aid of
the Framework approach [30], to support systematic,
comprehensive and auditable analysis of rich and often
unwieldy data [31]. First, we coded and summarised data
under broad themes using a ‘thematic framework’ devel-
oped using both inductive and deductive techniques (e.g.
reading transcripts and literature and discussion among
the authorship team). Summarised data were displayed
in a grid (row=transcript, column=theme) in NVivo 12
(QSR), to support both theme and case-based analysis.
Second, extracts from interviews and summarised data
relating to themes relevant to this paper were examined
in detail by AB to identify the range and diversity of
views and experiences, possible links across the data, and
to create emerging themes. Third, themes were devel-
oped over multiple iterations and refined in response to
re-examining data, and discussion and feedback from
the wider authorship team: CD, CB, RP and KH read a
sample of transcripts; other authors contributed method-
ological and subject expertise. The final interpretation of
the data was agreed by all authors.

Results presented here are based on analysis of the full
dataset (29 interviews), unless otherwise stated. Conti-
nuities and changes in gambling behaviour were identi-
fied based on examining participant accounts and PGSI
scores, supported by displaying data in a Framework
grid. Illustrative quotes for each theme are included,
with participant serial number, year of interview, and
PGSI category at the time of interview (NPG=someone
not experiencing any issues included in the PGSI scale),
LRG=someone who is at low risk of experiencing gam-
bling problems, MRG=someone who is at medium risk
of experiencing gambling problems and PG=someone
who is experiencing gambling problems).
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Table 1 Sample characteristics

2020 2021
Sex Male 13 10
Female 3 3
Age group 18-30 7 5
31-40 4 4
41-50 3 2
51+ 2 2
Ethnicity White ethnic group 15 12
Other ethnic group 1 1
Education University degree 9 7
No University degree 7 6
PGSI Score Non-problem gambling 7 7
Low risk gambling 1 0
Medium risk gambling 5 4
Problem gambling 3 2
Results

Table 1 shows key characteristics of the achieved sample
in 2020 and 2021.

While PGSI scores are indictive of problem gambling
severity, misclassifications can occur [32]. For example,
in this sample one participant who scored ‘0’ on the
PGSI described recurring problems with gambling (e.g.
difficulties controlling gambling behaviour) and some
negative consequences of gambling (e.g. financial losses)
during the interview. This highlights the importance
of participant accounts in providing a more complete
understanding of gambling behaviour.

The most common pre-pandemic sports betting activi-
ties mentioned were gambling on football and horse rac-
ing. Several participants also participated in other forms
of gambling pre-pandemic such as casino gambling, lot-
tery, scratch cards, and fixed odds betting terminals.

The pandemic affected participants’ gambling behav-
iour in a number of ways and, as others have reported in
non-COVID-19 times [16], changes in gambling behav-
iour and people’s gambling ‘careers’ varied between indi-
viduals and over time. Fluctuations in levels of gambling
on one or more activities were frequently discussed in
participant accounts: it was common for there to be
times during the pandemic when an individual described
increased gambling and other periods when they said
that their gambling decreased. Thus, participant accounts
highlighted the fluidity of gambling behaviour in the con-
text of the dynamic circumstances in which people were
living during the pandemic. Despite this, only three par-
ticipants were re-classified into different PGSI categories
between the initial and follow-up interviews (one partici-
pant’s PGSI classification increased in severity and two
decreased).

In the next sections, we describe and explain conti-
nuities and changes in gambling behaviour during the
pandemic in more detail. We have grouped factors into
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two distinct, but interrelated themes identified from the
accounts of our sample of regular sports bettors: ‘changes
to the gambling and the sports landscape’ and ‘COV-
ID-19’s impact on day-to-day life’

Changes to the gambling and sports landscape

Disruption to the sporting calendar and sports betting
opportunities

Participants frequently reported stopping gambling alto-
gether or decreased gambling around the period of major
sport shutdown during the initial lockdown’ in spring
2020 across the UK and Europe (01-2020-NPG: I just
don’t remember betting at all [during the early lockdown]
...There was nothing to bet on). However, all of those who
reported stopping at this time had resumed gambling by
the time of the first interview.

These reductions reflected some people’s reduced
desire and interest to gamble on the limited opportuni-
ties that were available, or decreased desire to gamble in
general:

04-2020-NPG: ...to begin with, I was barely gam-
bling at all during lockdown because there was
nothing I was looking at that was worth betting on,
because it was all like Indian cricket and stuff like
that, stuff I have no idea over.

By contrast, other people (more often those at moderate
risk of experiencing gambling problems or experiencing
gambling problems) reported increased gambling and/or
having concerns about gambling when major sport was
suspended:

Int: during this initial lockdown...did you ever
have any concerns about your gambling?

06-2020-NPG: A bit, yes. [I was gambling] normally
every day and then realising, ‘hang on a minute,
what am I doing?’ It’s only until you're losing loads of

money that you're like, :..maybe I should just calm
down a bit!

The shutdown of major sports also contributed to an
uptake of new sports betting activities by some partici-
pants, across PGSI groups. Examples included betting
on different sports fixtures (such as Belarusian football
league) or betting on new sports/e-sports activities (such
as e-motor racing). Uptake of new sports betting activi-
ties was often temporary while more stringent COVID-
19 restrictions were in place.

15-2020-NPG: We did find something [to bet on].
And actually this is pretty good, you could make
this pay. On Sundays there were e-grand prix, sort of
theyd have grand prix, with formula one drivers in
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simulators. And, one or two of the firms started bet-
ting on it, but they did not have a clue, they had no
idea how, they literally were guessing at pricing up.

The return of ‘mainstream’ sport (such as English Pre-
mier League football and resumption of horse racing)
in summer 2020 resulted in further changes in partici-
pants’ gambling activities as they were able to resume
sports betting activities. For some participants, across
PGSI groups, the return of sport after a period of major
disruption provoked feelings of novelty, excitement and
a heightened desire to gamble, which contributed to
increased gambling:

16-2020-LRG: I think in the first couple of weeks the
excitement of having the footie back and you just
think “Right, let’s go for this, let's go hell for leather!”

The novelty of being able to watch and bet on sports
again led some participants to bet on fixtures they would
not usually bet on, even if they ‘didn’t care about the
outcome’(16-2020-LRG).

Changes in fixture scheduling during the pandemic,
particularly in relation to football and horse racing which
were two of the most popular sports to bet on amongst
our participants, could lead to increases in gambling.
Specifically, participants across PGSI groups explained
how the compressed sports calendar created a plethora of
opportunities for watching and betting on sports, which
were less restricted to set days of the week and times of
year as had been the case pre-pandemic:

10-2020-NPG: It went from famine to feast really, so
there’s been loads of horse racing now, to watch, so
it’s quite intense, following it at the moment.
05-2021-NPG: there were something almost every
single day for a while, because...of the way that sea-
sons were truncated, and then squashed together,
and now everythings been squashed together for
the [football] World Cup coming up in 2022 and
the Euros, there’s like football Monday, Tuesday,
Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday.
You kind of almost don’t get a chance to have a
break from it.

Other ways in which disruptions to the sporting calendar
during the pandemic contributed to increased gambling
included high numbers of sports events being televised,
which was particularly significant for those for whom
betting was bound up with watching a live event:

11-2021-MRG: I think the fact that you could watch
all but essentially every single game, so the fact that
people like myself...[who] only wants to gamble on
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what they can watch, logically that can increase the
amount that I was gambling.

COVID-19 restrictions were also perceived to produce
favourable betting odds for some fixtures e.g. because
bookmakers struggled to account for any impact of the
loss of live spectators in their setting of the odds.

11-2020-MRG: [there are] new opportunities in
terms of like a chance to win money in ways that
have not been won before because even the book-

makers are struggling to kind of figure out their algo-
rithms for it [football fixtures].

However, disruptions to the sporting calendar, after the
reopening of sport, could also contribute to decreases in
gambling. For example, a participant who was not expe-
riencing gambling problems explained how his gambling
reduced once the ‘novelty’ of being able to bet on sports
again had subsided:

05-2021-NPG: I..would have put on a few more
bets because there was just more football happening,
and it was just like day after day after day. But then
again, that was just for a couple of weeks...it's prob-
ably [because] the novelty wore off.

Another participant (13-2020-PG) who was experiencing
gambling problems described a ‘massive disinclination’ to
gamble when games were played behind ‘closed doors’ ‘it
was just a massive turnoff.

Closure (and reopening) of gambling premises and switching
to online gambling

Participants, particularly those who had primarily par-
ticipated in land-based gambling pre-pandemic, reported
switching during the height of pandemic restrictions to
online gambling products (such as online casino, online
scratch cards and online bingo) or using online gambling
products more than usual ‘because the stores were closed’
(08-2020-PG).

This increase in online gambling was associated with
an overall increase in gambling activity for some partici-
pants. Several reasons were mentioned including the ease
and convenience of online gambling, the ability to gamble
anytime online, and having ready access to an extensive
number of gambling products online (e.g. international
sports events) while spending more time at home.

02-2020-PG: ...my betting didn’t used to be as bad
before the COVID, but see since March, when the
[betting] shops closed, that’s when I went off the
rails because I knew that I could just go online, just
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put money in my account, and just bet whatever I
want....

The reopening of gambling premises provided renewed
opportunities for participation in land-based gambling.
For example, one participant said they were ‘much more
likely to have a bet in a race when they were able to
attend the racecourse and see the horses (10-2021-NPG).
However, the perceived lack of atmosphere in betting
shops (because of continuing COVID-19 restrictions)
was a disincentive to others:

08-2021-MRG: So with the betting shops [before]
COVID-19, things were good, but now there’s no one
in a betting shop, there’s no game to play. It’s just
gone downhill, like what is there to play, what is
there to see...there’s no point in a betting shop.

No participants reported having fully returned to their
pre-pandemic participation in land-based gambling
because of factors such as ongoing restrictions dur-
ing the fieldwork period, reduced appeal of land-based
gambling during the pandemic and changes in personal
circumstances.

Exposure to gambling marketing

Participants described varied levels of awareness of gam-
bling marketing and differential impacts of exposures to
marketing on emotions and behaviour during the pan-
demic. Among those not experiencing gambling prob-
lems, participants often said that they did not take a great
deal of notice of marketing, and generally did not men-
tion a negative influence on their behaviour.

In contrast, among those at moderate risk of experi-
encing gambling problems or experiencing gambling
problems, some described feeling inundated by mar-
keting, particularly direct marketing and promotions,
during the pandemic, reportedly leading to harms. This
included marketing from operators who they presumed
were not licensed in Britain. High awareness of gambling
marketing was reported by some people at risk of, or
experiencing, gambling problems during the first lock-
down, and, for some, awareness of marketing continued
to be similarly high or higher in subsequent phases of the
pandemic, reportedly contributing to further periods of
increased gambling.

One participant (14-2021-PG) who was experienc-
ing gambling problems highlighted how hard it was to
self-manage their gambling behaviour in the context of
reportedly predatory (‘they know that....[gambling] is
a weakness of mine’) direct marketing during the pan-
demic. He went on to describe how, despite his consid-
erable efforts to make it difficult or impossible for him
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to gamble, he ended up gambling again for a while in
response to marketing texts:

14-2021-PG: I just think it was one text message too
much....I suppose if you tap away at a tree with a
knife, a small knife, it doesn’t chop down at first but
if you chop enough at it eventually you're going to get
the outcome you want.

It was evident that sometimes the nature of gambling
marketing could be distressing, when participants experi-
enced marketing as excessive or aggressive. For example,
one participant who was experiencing gambling prob-
lems felt ‘pressure’ to gamble because of the ‘shocking
volume of marketing sent to them by gambling compa-
nies (02-2021-P@G), and another said:

08-2020-PG: It did bother me because I thought to
myself, ‘T'm constantly being bombarded with emails
with marketing information about betting and gam-
bling

Promotions for online gambling (e.g. free spins or free
bets), seen via direct marketing, online advertising or
TV, were reported to have contributed to an escalation
in gambling among some people at moderate risk of
experiencing gambling problems or who were experienc-
ing gambling problems. The man quoted earlier in rela-
tion to the switch from land-based to online gambling
described how it was a free bets promotion that enticed
him to open a new online account (because bookmakers
were closed). This resulted in his gambling “going off the
rails” because he deposited more money than he planned
to spend to qualify for offers, and then tried to chase his
losses:

02-2020-PG: I put the £10 on. I put that on a horse
and then I put the three bets on something silly like
virtual racing or something, but when I lost that...
I used to say to my partner “I'm going to put more
money on” She went, “No!” She tried to put me
off by saying “You've already had two free bets..”
and I used to sneak away and put money into my
account....

The risks in being able to act immediately on gambling
cues within marketing and promotions in the context of
having to spend more time at home and feeling bored
(see below) during the pandemic were well articulated in
some participants’ accounts.

14-2020-MRG: “I'm not making excuses for myself,
I kept seeing adverts, I kept...and one evening was
just terribly bored, opened [online] account up

Page 7 of 13

with [gambling company] and, yeah, just sat there
and barely even...[I] went to work with about three
hours’ sleep because before I knew it was two oclock
in the morning, yeah, just because think it was con-
stantly in front of me.

Some people who were not experiencing gambling prob-
lems or who were at lower risk of experiencing gambling
problems said that exposures to gambling marketing
while watching live sports events on TV, or receiving
mobile phone notifications from gambling companies,
had prompted increased interest and participation in
sports betting on occasions during the pandemic. For
example, participant (16-2020-LRG) reported an ‘uplift’
in his gambling because ‘every other advert [was] a bet-
ting advert’ immediately following the return of live
sports events.

In contrast, not being exposed to as much gambling
marketing and gambling cues as usual during the initial
lockdown, because of changes in his daily routine, helped
another participant experiencing gambling problems to
cease gambling for a period.

In some cases, gambling marketing and promotions
influenced individuals to start new gambling activities
during the pandemic, sometimes contributing to higher
gambling participation:

09-2021-MRG: [I participated in] online bingo.
Which I decided to try, because there was, you know,
I think, free...five free cards of bingo or something
like that, so I decided to try it.

COVID-19's impact on day-to-day life

The pandemic caused major disruption to day-to-day life,
which influenced changes in some people’s levels of gam-
bling, particularly during the initial 2020 lockdown when
sporting events were suspended and to a lesser extent
during subsequent lockdowns in 2020 and 2021, during
which sporting events continued.

Work and occupying time

Some participants across PGSI groups described how
disruptions (such as having few ways to occupy time,
being out of work or ‘furloughed’ or having reduced
work) had contributed to increased gambling:

09-2021-MRG: A lot of the reason [for gambling]
was because I was stuck inside, and it was winter,
there was nothing to do, it was lockdown.
07-2021-MRG: But through the summer it was kind
of extensive because there wasn’t anything else to do
at all, so it kind of got a bit bigger at the end com-
pared to what it had been.
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Spending more time at home during the pandemic had
enabled some people to (markedly) increase time spent
watching and betting on sports:

01-2020-NPG: I have more time to spend on doing
race cards and what have you. Before the lockdown,
I would sort of scramble off maybe one card before I
had to go and do something else. I've had a lot more
time to sit around.

Some people reported that their gambling decreased
after resuming parts of their usual routines during peri-
ods when COVID-19 restrictions eased and they conse-
quently had less time or inclination to watch sport and
gamble.

12-2020-MRG: I have got a lot going on in my life,
in terms of, I do have a lot of hobbies, and I've got a
lot of work, and do go to the gym and stuff, so I don’t
really need to fill my time up with things like that.
So, now we've got more things to do, I don’t really fill
my time doing it, to be honest.

Similarly, gambling also sometimes decreased following
important life changes which occurred during the pan-
demic, such as becoming employed or changing jobs.

10-2021-NPG: When I went back to work [after a
period not working in the early pandemic] it [gam-
bling] became less because obviously I now can’t
watch as much [horse racing] so, I would say, it's
probably been a bit less since then...my new job has
been pretty busy and a bit sort of like, well, I've got
enough to be dealing with today. I haven’t got enough
head space to, sort of...you know, or time to look at
the races.

Gambling emotions, and coping strategies

Increased gambling was also influenced by negative
emotional responses to the pandemic and associated
disruptions to daily life. Boredom was seen as being an
important precipitator:

03-2021-NPG: There probably has been a lot more
boring weeks than before. It [gambling] probably has
been a wee bit more.

Low mood and stress related to the course of, or reac-
tions to, the pandemic were also mentioned as factors
which sometimes contributed to increased gambling dur-
ing this time:

02-2021-PG: I don't like being off work, I've got to be
at work all the time...I just couldn’t hack the lock-
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down, for some apparent reason. And that'’s when I
[used] my online betting app. I just, I was just betting
silly amounts of money.

A participant at low risk of experiencing gambling prob-
lems described how a period of increased gambling dur-
ing the initial lockdown was linked to feelings of having
fewer professional and social responsibilities because of
COVID-19 related changes to his routines. These respon-
sibilities had previously helped to curb his gambling:

16-2020-LRG: ...that first month [of lockdown]
where everything has changed, everything was com-
pletely different and it almost felt like I didn’t have
any responsibility because work was drying up, it
didn’t feel like I had any responsibility to my girl-
friend necessarily, because Id talk to her and it
would make me feel better about certain things, but
I wasn’t seeing her. I wasn'’t seeing my family or any-
thing like that, so it felt like “strip everything away
and just do what you want to do!”.

For some people who gambled more during various
stages of the pandemic in 2020 and 2021, sport and gam-
bling were, at times, associated with positive feelings,
such as anticipation, excitement, pleasure, relaxation and
escapism, and so appeared to be used as a means of cop-
ing with disruption caused by COVID-19 restrictions or
filling time:

01-2021-NPG: I wonder whether Id have felt much
more adrift without the horseracing on TV....in that
it gave me something to do. Something to do in the
morning first thing and then throughout the after-
noon. So it took up...it takes up quite a bit of my
time. So it filled the gap for me I think.

Restrictions to activities outside of the home during
pandemic restrictions sometimes removed the option to
engage in alternative coping strategies or displacement
activities:

14-2021-PG: So, yeah, I mean, like I said, little
things like the gym not being open anymore. The gym
is good for me as well because an hour and a half
of my time where nothing else in the world matters.
You're in the gym, it could be anywhere, an hour and
a half goes like that in a gym.

Conversely, the disruption to day-to-day life caused by
the pandemic also sometimes contributed to decreased
gambling when participants found other ways to occupy
time such as gardening, physical activity or spending
time with a partner.
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13-2020-PG: ...its...because it [pandemic] restricted
my choices I had do you think, “Right, what else can
Ido? How else can I get my kicks?” And I found I did
it through exercise.

Social networks

Social networks were a contributory factor in some
accounts of gambling change during the pandemic.
Some younger participants described a greater reliance
on gambling for social connection during the pandemic,
which contributed to increased gambling:

12-2020-MRG ....was playing quite a bit of poker as
well, cause that was the only thing that you could
really do with your friends, like, you could all join
the same sort of games online....

Social influence from online gambling communities or
family members could encourage increased gambling, or
uptake of new gambling activities:

09-2021-MRG: my brother started to bet on
horseracing, and then I had some free bets for
horseracing, so I started doing that. And I used to do
it probably like every other day, just because there
were races on all the time.

Social isolation, alongside boredom as discussed earlier,
was another contributory factor to increased gambling:

09-2021-MRG: sometimes I just get a bit self-iso-
lated and bored by myself, that’s when...because it
passes the time, I do it on the computer.

In contrast, spending less time with peers in gambling
environments (e.g. pubs where football games are being
shown) or changes in social networks could lead to
decreased gambling:

03-2020-NPG: I don’t see my friends as often, so I
think that’s what probably drove it down as well a
bit. Like, I imagine when the lockdown lifts...cause
I've been living away from [city] where most of my
friends are, even then I still haven’t seen them much.
But I think if I was sitting in the pub with them on a
Saturday or whatever day and there was football on,
Id probably end up putting a bet on.

Financial circumstances

Changes in people’s financial circumstances could influ-
ence their gambling behaviour during the pandemic,
across PGSI groups. Some people’s gambling increased
following improvements in financial circumstances (e.g.
getting a pay increase or a windfall) or reductions in
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outgoings due to changes in day-to-day life and not being
able to go out due to the pandemic.

11-2021-MRG: I would say it [gambling] probably
went up during the pandemic...I think my gross
spending on frivolities, for want of a better word,
probably went up in general I think because of the
fact I wasn’t going to the pub...and I think there
probably was an element of, “I'm not going to a foot-
ball match..”.

Another participant explained how he had gambled more
during the initial lockdown to try to supplement his
reduced income:

08-2020-PG: I couldn’t make enough money, you
know, to pay out my bills or, you know, to pay out
all my daily expenses or, you know, my other liv-
ing costs...so I thought to myself, what is another
option...I'll do this [gambling] and see if I can make
a bit [of money].

Conversely, reductions in income, increases in outgoings
or changes in spending priorities could led to decreased
gambling:

09-2020-MRG: I didn’t have the finances to do it
[gamble], because I was transferring from furlough
[temporary paid leave] to starting to work again. So
1 just didn’t have the finances.

Multifactorial influences on gambling behaviour during the
pandemic

Taken together, evidence from the interviews suggests
that it was common for a constellation of factors to influ-
ence gambling behaviour rather than a single factor. The
constellation of factors could vary from person to person
and at different times during the pandemic. Likewise,
the same factor could have a different impact on the
gambling behaviour of one person compared to another.
Thus, respondents’ own narratives suggested that attri-
butes, events and circumstances which were protective
for one person could place another person on an appar-
ently riskier trajectory.

Discussion

Our longitudinal qualitative research has explored con-
tinuities and changes in gambling behaviour, during a
period in which the supply of gambling was transformed
in a kind of naturally occurring experiment, among a
sample of regular sports bettors in Britain. The accounts,
based on interviews carried out in 2020 and 2021, were
characterised by flux and fluctuations in gambling behav-
iour [16]. It was common for gambling to increase during
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some periods of the pandemic and decrease during oth-
ers, reflecting the dynamic and (often) challenging cir-
cumstances which people were living through at the
time. Uptake of new gambling activities and increased
participation in, online gambling were described, partic-
ularly in response to changes in the sports and gambling
landscapes.

Our findings complement and extend an analysis of
survey data collected from a different sample of sports
bettors three months after the initial lockdown. Those
results also highlight bidirectional changes in gambling
behaviour [7]. For example, the survey data also showed
that the pandemic precipitated profound changes in
daily lives that were associated with changes in gambling
behaviour, including increases in online gambling for
some and product switching for others. Equally, it was
clear that the initial periods of the pandemic (e.g. the first
lockdown) provided an opportunity for some to reduce
or stop their gambling, depending on their social, work-
ing, living and financial circumstances.

In addition to substantiating existing findings, results
from our qualitative analysis complement and extend the
limited evidence derived from other qualitative studies
on gambling during the pandemic. Two studies report
some similar findings: a small study based on eight inter-
views with gamblers in Britain in 2020, and a subsequent
(2021) study [15], based on 30 interviews with people in
Britain who had previously gambled with a credit card or
had made, or wanted to make, a complaint about a gam-
bling operator. These studies reported several reasons for
gambling less during the early pandemic: the shutdown
of gambling venues and major sports leagues; lack of
enjoyment of online gambling and a reduction in social
motivations and opportunities for gambling [14]. They
also included financial issues (e.g. having less money,
economic uncertainty and changes in spending priori-
ties), self-reflection and changes in social context of gam-
bling due to COVID-19 restrictions [15]. Reasons given
by those who said they were gambling more during the
pandemic included: the chance to win money, and expo-
sure to gambling marketing [14]; the ease and availability
of online gambling; and having more free time and fewer
outgoings [15]. Both studies reported that participants
cited boredom as a reason for gambling more.

The present study extends understandings of gambling
during COVID-19, which have not been fully captured
by existing cross-sectional studies of gambling (e.g. that
have tended to focus on neutral or positive change at
population level early in the pandemic). In contrast, our
longitudinal study highlights that individual patterns
of gambling were episodic, particularly as restrictions
were eased and then reintroduced during the pandemic.
Thus, the present study is consistent with earlier litera-
ture examining gambling careers, before the advent of
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COVID-19. Like these studies [16, 17], we identified
the fluid nature of behaviour over time, and that conti-
nuities and changes in behaviour were influenced by a
complex constellation of factors relating to individual
circumstances and the broader social and environmen-
tal context. Our research also supports previous work
[16] in highlighting that the same attributes, events and
circumstances could have a different impact on the gam-
bling behaviour of one person compared to another,
leading to reductions or increases in levels of gambling
and more or less risky practices. However, our research
contributes new understanding of gambling in times of
social disruption, in suggesting that ‘typical’ patterns of
gambling behaviour (e.g. being episodic), and known risk
and protective factors [6], have been amplified during the
pandemic, leading in some cases to rapid and dynamic
behaviour changes, particularly as restrictions were eased
and then reintroduced.

Our findings have several implications for policy. First,
findings illustrate a unique ‘natural experiment’ in terms
of the provision of commercial gambling. National lock-
downs created an unprecedented restriction of supply,
whereby all land-based venues were closed and main-
stream sports cancelled, dramatically reducing the avail-
ability of gambling throughout the world, including the
UK. It is likely that this precipitated a move to online
gambling practices in those who previously relied on
land-based outlets [33]. Our findings illustrate and con-
firm the role of commercial actors (among other factors)
in continuing to influence gambling participation and
harms. Findings confirm the adaptability of the gam-
bling industry itself and the speed and effectiveness with
which industry can respond to changes in the gambling
environment. Even in such unprecedented times, it rap-
idly developed a number of ways to circumvent com-
mercial constraints by devising and promoting a range
of alternative products, such as Belarusian football bet-
ting, e-sports betting and online casinos and games, and
then seemingly redoubling its marketing efforts when live
sport resumed [5]. These practices should be taken on
board by policymakers and regulators, who should ensure
that the industry is regulated by continual ‘horizon scan-
ning, to keep up to date with commercial developments
and innovations and, if necessary, regulate accordingly.

Notably, we found limited evidence in this study of
consumers turning to ‘black market’ products, even when
regulated gambling opportunities were severely restricted
early in the pandemic. This finding supports the need for
caution around industry claims about the threat posed
by the ‘black market’ in response to proposals for stricter
gambling regulations [34]. Our findings, demonstrating
nuance responses to change also challenges the current,
and dominant, industry paradigm that further regula-
tory change will lead to a wholesale shift to unlicensed
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gambling provision. Our findings suggest that responses
are likely to be much more varied that this.

Second, insights from our research on the influence of
marketing on gambling behaviour may be of particular
interest to policymakers in the UK who have judged there
to be evidence gaps in this area, requiring further inves-
tigation [35], although this view has been challenged by
some academics [36]. Our findings reinforce the report-
edly harmful impact that gambling marketing and pro-
motions can have on some people experiencing moderate
risk or problem gambling (see also [28, 37]), and high-
light the factors which appear to have made some peo-
ple more susceptible to marketing during the pandemic.
Some participants in our study were evidently distressed
by the volume and nature of the direct marketing and
promotions they received from operators and appeared
to face difficulties in being able to limit exposures to
direct (and other) marketing during this time, as has also
been reported in pre-pandemic times [38]. Some partici-
pants’ accounts of the gambling marketing they received
raise concerns that, at best, some gambling companies’
marketing techniques may not adequately differenti-
ate between more or less vulnerable consumers, and at
worst that some companies, including unregulated com-
panies, may have exploited those most vulnerable during
pandemic (see also [39]) Whichever is true, an increase
in gambling among those experiencing risky or problem
gambling is cause for concern and requires stronger mea-
sures to protect those who are currently inadequately
protected from gambling marketing. Findings confirm
weaknesses in current approaches to regulation of gam-
bling marketing and promotional activity, which make it
extremely difficult (perhaps almost impossible) for some
people who are at risk of or experiencing harm to exer-
cise ‘individual responsibility’

Third, the episodic nature of individual gambling
behaviour identified in this study reinforces the challenge
for measuring the impact of the pandemic on gambling
behaviour and estimating the scale of gambling harms
experienced by gamblers and others affected by gambling
during this time. It is thus inappropriate for policymak-
ers to conclude that the pandemic had an overall neutral
or positive impact on gambling based on cross-sectional
studies conducted early in the pandemic.

Fourth, our results suggest that gambling behaviour
continued to fluctuate during the pandemic, and could
change quickly, in relation to a complex interplay of indi-
vidual, relational, community and societal factors. This
supports the need for a multifaceted and comprehensive
regulatory approach to prevent and reduce gambling
harms, with careful consideration given to wide rang-
ing issues, including what products are available and
their properties, how products are marketed to individ-
uals, and provision of adequate services and support to
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respond to established and emergent harms. Interven-
tions to facilitate and maintain positive behaviour change
need to be flexible, free/affordable, and easy to access
when people need them. Despite growing evidence on
the harms of gambling, and on how consumers could be
better protected from the industry, the UK Government’s
2023 White Paper on gambling reform has been criti-
cised for failing to take a comprehensive public health
approach to regulation [40, 41].

Our study has strengths and limitations. Novel fea-
tures, which add value to the existing evidence base,
centre on the use of longitudinal qualitative methods to
provide rich insight into gambling behaviour and how
and why this may have changed during the pandemic.
Other strengths are that we collected data beyond the
early months of the pandemic, and that data were col-
lected in line with recognised criteria for robust qualita-
tive research [30]. We also acknowledge some limitations.
Our sample of sports bettors, although diverse, may not
reflect the full range and diversity of views and experi-
ences among sports bettors in Britain, particularly given
the small number of women, non-white participants and
gamblers experiencing low risk gambling in the sample.
The collection of self-report data has limitations, but data
on experience require these first-hand accounts. None-
theless, such data may be subject to recall bias and some
people may misperceive the influence of various factors
on their own behaviour; for example, evidence suggests
that people tend to believe that marketing has a greater
impact on other people than on themselves [42]. Whilst
most participants agreed to take part in a follow-up inter-
view, it is possible that the three participants we could
not recontact had different experiences. Several partici-
pants who took part in follow-up interviews, including
some who were not experiencing gambling problems,
told us that undertaking the first interview had promoted
self-reflection which sometimes extended beyond the
interview, and thus it is possible that their subsequent
gambling behaviour may have been influenced in part by
participation in the study. Further research is required to
explore whether, and if so how, the pandemic has created
long-term changes in gambling habits and the implica-
tions for gambling harms.

Conclusion

This study adds novel and nuanced understanding of
gambling trajectories during the COVID-19 pandemic.
These trajectories were not linear, but rather charac-
terised by fluctuations that were influenced by the dif-
ferent stages of the pandemic, as well as individual
circumstances and the broader social and environmen-
tal contexts. The study sheds light on a unique ‘natu-
ral experiment’ in terms of the reduction of the supply
of gambling due to COVID-19 restrictions. Despite
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the apparent commercial hiatus brought about by such
restrictions, our study has highlighted the rapid adapt-
ability of the gambling industry in terms of its ability to
continue to find ways to reach, engage, and influence
gamblers through myriad product offerings and markets.
Findings from this study support the need for a multifac-
eted and comprehensive policy regulatory and treatment
approach which considers product availability, product
marketing (especially targeted marketing to individuals),
consumer engagement and the provision of adequate
support services that are flexible, responsive, and easy to
access.
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